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By Robert G. Kaiser 


Washington Post Foreign Service 
“MOSCOW, Aug. 22 — If 
a‘ light-sleeping Muscovite 
loses his temper at a noisy 


neighbor, he may storm up- 
stairs to complain—or he 
May weite a letter to Pray- 
da, the official newsnaper 
of the Soviet Co: nulunist 
Party. 

‘The other day. Vravda 
published a letter from an 
irate citizen who ‘ee:ted to 
know what had rb: -oened to 
the large-size ervi aves the 
newspaper said «:.> + ear ago 
would soon be eack in sup- 


ply. . | 

Apparently, stier another 
reader's comp). sc. - Pravda 
had investigat.<¢ 1ie large. 
size envelope ‘em, and 
reported that ci: shortage 
would soon be ¢).: ced up. 


“There are so: 
envelopes heo:’ 
latest compla.cs 
from his hu: 
Russia. 

Sovict ciivers have a 
rich, if ecarcbt ated, rela- 
fionship with tf cir newspa- 
pers, Sevevcal iiilion citi 
zens write 'Cilers cach xear, 
some in response to articles 
that appee red in the paper, 
but most of them oltering 
spontancous praise. damna- 
tions or ions, Ninety 
per cent of vda’s loulers 
fall into tho suggestion cate- 
gory. 

The Soviet resime takes 
these Jettcrs deadly seri- 


no large 
Pravda's 
reported 
‘in central 


Suit 


Pravda. and at 
ihe a Urers 


ously, At 


department is ihe hi 
Pravdii's AG 
ees, inciudng 20 full 


inv. 
time 


em 


has 


Ietier readers and ci: hi re. 
porters who develop lends 
frem oletters deta eters 
Javestia, the vovernia: 
Newsepaver, 


Jigs a rule iia 


f 


every Jetter ine ear 
sWered Withers throw Gina 
Pevestig Sava Gh recaves 
hathaodben Deters a vear 
from about eisht million 


subscribers, Pravda, with 10 
million subseribers, gets at 


72 


iter's 
8 
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least 30,000 Ietters a se a. 
These statistics seem 
proof enough that Soviet cit- 
izens take their newspapers 
seriously. The statistics are 
confirmed by visual evi- 
dence; people all over the 
country read the papers. 
This point seems worth 
making. If a publisher in 
Western Europe or America 
tried te sell a newspaper on 


the Soviet model, he would | 


be hooted all the way to 
bankruptcy court. Imagine 
the formula: no bad news, 
almost no crime or sensa- 
tion, less than 20 peor cent of 
the paper devoted to the 
previous day’s events, heav- 
ily and blatantly slanted po- 
litical news, no news of do- 
mestic political debate, no 
comics, little sports and a 
huge daily dose of exhorta- 
tion and propaganda. 

But Soviet readers don’t 
devour every morsel, Soviet 


- sociologists have taken read- 


ership surveys which show 
the publie is not too enthusi- 
astic about the exhortation 
and propaganda and prefers 
human interest stories. 

Most of these surveys are 
recarded as eanfidantial, 
but an extensive study of Iz- 
vestia’s readers was pud- 
lished in 1969. Based an 
6,000 interviews and 18,C00 


questionnaires, the survey 
revealed that propssanda 


pieces are the least-read in 
the paper; 18 per cent of the 
interviewees said they read 
them systematically. 

Stevies on the work 
foverninent  asencies 
gained oan 18 per 
reacership: economic arti- 
cles were read by 23 per 
cent of the sample: editori- 
als by 30 per cent, 

The best read Stories con. 
cerned hiuman re 
Mrnorais"), satire, amily 
Life. exposes of official mal 
: and drternational 
eben Pee GM 

ee Were pesca by at le: GQsu 
CO pov COHL OF these pulled, 

. tu Cheech the stories 
Which occupy the mest 
prominent positions in the 


of 
also 
cent 


fer eo 


oe ereiil 2 
stilia ent 


lest hor j in 


paper—the articles that sat- 


isfy the Communist idea of © 


what a newspaper should: 
be—were found to be the 


least read. 


The survey also revealed 


substantial skepticism about | 


what appeared in Izvestia. 
Of those questioned, more 
than a third expressed less 
than full satisfaction with 
“the completeness and ob- 


jectivity of the international 
news,” 

One reason for readers’ 
skeptical reaction appears to 
be the overbearing quality 
of much of the propaganda. 
The former chief editor of 
Izvestia, Lev Tokunov, com- 
mented on this in an article 
about the propaganda cam- 


CTT ATE 
MISTE, a 


paten that led up to the 50th 
anniversary of the Bolshe- 
Vik revolution in 1967, 
“In a number of 
stances,” he wrote, “this 
work was purposeless, ins 
consequential, sunerfielal 
and, finally, simyly dull. 
Pate through newspaners 
and you see a larse headline 
about the [a9th Annis orsary] 
jiiloe. and under ti: isa 
hope-filled, rinsing stbheoad 
line. And under the heal: 
ne sras, incidental items 
Noaders jrevita Iv realize 
Uist the papers distort some 


bformation.’ which must 
also contribute to their. 
. skepticism. 


in- . 


For example, in all the ar- 
ticles about the first 50 
years of Soviet power pub- 
lished in that enormous 1967 
propaganda campaign, two. 
names never appeared: Jo- 


seph Stalin and Nikita 


- Khrushchev. The men who 


led the country for 40 of. 
those 50 years were too con- 
troversial in 1967 to be men- 


tioned. = — 
One Soviet journalist: 
theorized in an interview 


that readers would miss cer- 
tain kinds of propaganda in 
their papers, even if they 
don’t read it now, 

An example, he said, was 
the harvest stories which fill 
the papers each August and 
September. These probably 


aren’t widely read, hé said, 
but if they weren't printed 
people would wonder if the 
harvest were going badly. 

Another journalist sug- 
gested that Soviet citizens 
react differently to news 
than people in the West. If 
Waller Cronkite announced 
that scientists thought they 
had found a cure for cancer, 
this Russian suggested, 
Americans would react cau- 
tiously because they are 
used to a flood of sensa- 
tional stories which often 
turn out to be false. 

“But a tiny article in 
Pravda about a possible can- 
cer cure would cause a’ sen- 
sation here, because papers 
are read differently,” he- 
said. The popular assump- 
tion is that if Pravda men- 
tiens something jn any way, 
it must be jmportant, se- 
cording to this jouraalist. 

(The regulations of the 

fovernment conser specifi- 
cally prohibit | publishing 
any stories about passible 
caneecr cures Without special 
permission.) 

Soviet editors aren’t 
ways guided by a 


al- 


eoucern 


continucd 


. 
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